Intermittent suckling enables estrus and pregnancy during lactation in sows: effects of stage of lactation and lactation during early pregnancy.
Previously we demonstrated that pre-ovulatory LH and post-ovulatory progesterone (P4) concentrations in plasma were low and embryo development was retarded when sows were induced to ovulate during lactation by submitting them to intermittent suckling (IS). The present study investigated whether this was due to: (1) stage of lactation when IS was initiated, and (2) continuation of IS post-ovulation. Multiparous Topigs40 sows were studied under three conditions: conventional weaning at Day 21 of lactation (C21; n=30), intermittent suckling from Day 14 of lactation (IS14; n=32), and intermittent suckling from Day 21 of lactation (IS21; n=33). Sows were separated from piglets for 12h daily during IS. IS sows were either weaned at ovulation or 20d following ovulation. One-third (21/63) of the IS21 and C21 sows had already ovulated or had large pre-ovulatory follicles at Day 21 and were excluded from further study. Initiation of IS at Day 14 instead of Day 21 of lactation tended to reduce P4 at 7d post-ovulation (P=0.07), did not affect pregnancy rate, and tended to reduce embryo survival (P=0.06). Continuation of IS during pregnancy resulted in lower P4 at 7 and 12d post-ovulation, tended to reduce embryo weight and pregnancy rate (P<0.10), whereas embryo survival was not affected. This study presents data for a population of sows in which follicle growth and ovulation are easily triggered under suckling conditions. Further, when these sows are bred during lactation, initiation of IS at 21 rather than 14d of lactation with weaning at ovulation yields the most desirable reproductive performance.